



RETHINKING “SUCCESS” OF SECOND GENERATION IMMIGRANTS: THE ROLE OF 










Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements  
for the degree of Master of Science in Human and Community Development 
in the Graduate College of the  










 Associate Professor Christy Lleras, Chair 





Second generation immigrants currently outnumber foreign-born children by more than 
six to one, a number that doubled in the past decade (Child Trends, 2010).  As this contemporary 
second generation immigrant cohort transitions into adulthood, it will shape considerably the 
demographics of the young adult population.  While many of the same socio-economic factors 
that negatively affect the outcomes of U.S. children also confront children of immigrants, they 
are additionally affected by risk factors unique to the immigration process, such as parental 
citizenship.  Therefore, it is important to examine how these risk factors along with those 
specific to the immigrant experience may impact the success of second generation immigrants.  
Drawing from the life course perspective and resiliency theory, this study utilizes data from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Youth (NLSY: 1997) to examine how socio-economic and 
contextual factors within the family and community during adolescence impact the success of 
second generation immigrants once they reach young adulthood.  This study adds to the growing 
body of literature on the experiences of immigrants by examining not only traditional socio-
economic measures of "success" but alternative measures such as health and life satisfaction as 
well.  Results show that for second-generation immigrants contextual factors early in life have an 
enduring effect in their transition to young adulthood.  However, variation by racial groups also 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
Nearly one in four children within the United States has an immigrant parent or parents 
(Hernandez, 2004).  A significant portion of these children are born in the U.S. and are often 
referred to as second generation immigrants.  Second generation immigrants currently outnumber 
foreign-born children by more than six to one, a number that doubled in the past decade (Child 
Trends, 2010).  While many of the same socio-economic factors that negatively affect the 
outcomes of U.S. children also confront children of immigrants, they are additionally affected by 
risk factors unique to the immigration process, such as parental citizenship and language barriers. 
As this contemporary second generation immigrant cohort transitions into adulthood, it will 
shape considerably the demographics of the young adult population.  Nearly all growth in the 
young adult population (age 18 to 44) is predicted to come from immigrants and their U.S.-born 
children, contributing significantly to the U.S. labor force for the next forty years (Passel & 
Taylor, 2010).   Therefore, it is important to examine how socio-economic factors along with 
those specific to the immigrant experience may impact the success of second generation 
immigrants. Further, while most studies of the second generation have focused on the 
educational achievement of children and adolescents or the educational attainment and earnings 
of this group once they reach adulthood, less is known about what factors may uniquely affect 
multiple indicators of “success” or well-being of second generation immigrant youth as they 
transition from adolescence into young adulthood such as health and life satisfaction (Fuligni, 
1997; Padilla, 1997; Pong & Hao, 2007; Portes & Hao, 2004).  Finally, we know very little about 
how contextual factors including neighborhood quality and the home environment affect the 
transition to adulthood among second generation immigrant youth.  
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Drawing from the life course perspective and resiliency theory, this study utilizes data 
from the National Longitudinal Study of Youth (NLSY: 1997) to examine how socio-economic 
and contextual factors within the family and community during adolescence impact the success 
of second generation immigrants once they reach young adulthood.  More specifically, this study 
examines how access to resources along with other contextual experiences (e.g. participating in 
extracurricular activities, routinely eating dinner with family members, or living in an unsafe 
neighborhood) may pose additional risks or serve as protective factors that enable some second 
generation youth to better navigate the transition to adulthood.  This study adds to the growing 
body of literature on the experiences of immigrants by examining not only traditional socio-
economic measures of "success" but alternative measures such as health and life satisfaction as 
well. Competence criteria in life course and resilience research have varied across studies and 
samples.  Alternative measures of success are evaluated in this present study to understand 
comprehensively the well-being of second generation immigrants during the transition from 











Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 
Life Course Perspective 
The term “life course” was first defined by Leonard D. Cain, Jr. in 1964 as “successive 
statuses individuals are called upon to occupy in various cultures and walks of life as a result of 
aging” (Marshall & Mueller, 2003).  Members of society move through the sequence of age 
statuses, where each former status is absorbed into a successive status, and it is society’s task to 
prepare and communicate this transfer.  Thirty years after Cain, Glen Elder in 1994 provided a 
systematic approach to life course research with “five principles of the life course.”  The five 
principles of the life course by Elder (1994) began to form a conceptual framework for life 
course research.  Within this there are two central themes: transition and trajectory.  A transition 
is a change in any position in the life course or an attribute of that position for an individual, e.g. 
the transition from being single to married (Sackmann & Wingens, 2003).  A sequence of life 
transitions and events mark a trajectory, defined as a pathway shaped by the aging process.  
There may be multiple trajectories within an individual life course (e.g., the trajectory of work or 
family).     
The first of Elder’s (1994) five principles of the life course states that aging is a lifelong 
process where the ongoing accumulation of earlier life experiences shape and impact transitions 
later in the life course.  This study focuses on factors during adolescence to directly link a period 
of earlier experiences to a later life transition: young adulthood.  Second, these life course 
experiences are embedded in a historical time and place.  Period effects, cohort differences, 
timing of social events and gender variation within trajectories are examples of this principle.  As 
discussed further in this paper, an understanding of post-1980s immigration is imperative to 
examining the current cohort of second generation immigrant young adults.  Third, the timing 
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and sequence of life experiences may result in different consequences of life transitions.  Fourth, 
the experiences of individuals in the life course are lived interdependently.  A majority of 
individuals do not live in isolation and their actions are often linked to other individuals.  This 
principle is highlighted in this present study through family and community factors.  The last 
principle recognizes human agency within the life course.  Individuals take action and make 
choices in constructing their own life course, but this agency occurs within the constraints of 
social circumstances and the opportunities available.  Examples such as accessibility of resources 
and information by social class and racial groups illustrate the barriers and advantages in the 
complexity of human agency.  Based on prior research about second generation immigrant youth 
and their exposure to the racial hierarchy in the United States (Lee, 2005; Waters, 1999), this 
present study expects that the effects of contextual and family factors on the transition to young 
adulthood will look different by the youth’s racial background. 
Resilience Theory 
Shanahan (2000), in his review of transition to adulthood research within life course 
studies, calls for more research on the concept of resilience in order to better understand 
variability during this time period.  Though there is an ongoing debate about the definition and 
operationalization of resilience as a construct (Kaplan, 2005; Masten, 2007), there is a relative 
consensus that resilience refers to a process where individuals achieve positive adaptation 
regardless of exposure to significant adversity (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000). For example, 
while numerous studies have documented the persistent effects of poverty and other adverse 
socio-economic conditions experienced during childhood on later life outcomes, there is 
disagreement over the magnitude of these effects and whether the effects are uniform (Brown & 
Lichter, 2007; Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995; Guo & Harris, 2000).  The concept of resilience has 
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been used to better understand how early experiences with disadvantage may affect individuals 
differently as they move into adulthood (Elder & Conger, 2000).  In the current study, the 
concept of resilience is used to better frame the interactions between factors that protect young 
adults otherwise at risk during this transition.  Protective factors, such as living in an enriching 
environment as examined in this study, may help mediate individuals towards more successful 
outcomes despite presence of risk factors.  Conversely, risk factors may increase the probability 
of a negative or disadvantaged outcome.   
  However, the nature of resilience is dynamic, where risk and protective factors interact 
along multiple trajectories.  Resilience can be derived from qualities of the individual and from 
factors external to the individual.  Existing research, then, often delineates three lines of 
resilience development: attributes of the individual, family factors, and characteristics of the 
wider social environment (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000).  Resilience can also be domain-
specific, e.g. within the education or family system.  Within this framework, there is an 
understanding of resource transference that is nested in context between the individual, family, 
and community.  In current literature, risk factors that are significant determinants to second 
generation immigrant adult life outcomes stem from human capital (e.g., education and job 
skills), the household situation (e.g., family structure and legal statuses within the household), 
and modes of incorporation (e.g. community reception) (Zhou et al, 2008).  This study utilizes 
certain key determinants from this framework to examine their persisting effects in the transition 
to adulthood of second generation immigrants.   
Diversity among Second Generation Immigrant Families 
The contemporary second-generation immigrant cohort is highly diverse with a majority 
having roots in Asian, Latin American, and Afro-Caribbean countries (U.S. Bureau of the 
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Census, 2000).  The present wave of immigration that has been ongoing since the mid-1960s has 
shaped children to be the most racially and ethnically diverse age group in the nation’s history.  
In 1960, Hispanic, Asian, and mixed race youth made up four percent of all U.S. children; today, 
they make up approximately 28% (Hernandez, 2004).  As these children develop into adulthood, 
race and ethnicity becomes salient characteristics to analyze.  Protective and risk factors, as 
discussed earlier, may vary by these social groups and are situated within a socio-historical 
context.  Immigrant families and their children enter into a nation where race has always been 
central to identity (Omi & Winant, 1994), and with ongoing interactions with society immigrant 
youth undergo a process of racialization.  Present research about second generation youth discuss 
this issue of Americanization, whether in a “good way” to the middle class as earlier generations 
of European immigrants or in a “bad way” with downward mobility (Lee, 2005; Portes & Zhou, 
2003).  Nonetheless, race remains meaningful in group and individual identity, influencing daily 
experiences and discourse.  These factors affect the opportunities obtainable by second 
generation immigrants and are cumulative in their effect upon later immigrant generations 
(Iceland, 2009).  Compared to whites, certain immigrant groups are more likely to experience a 
transition to adulthood that “cast a long shadow over their adult lives” (Shanahan, 2000).  For 
instance, native-born white men are able to use their privileged position to negotiate the 
institutions that structure the life course, while immigrant men are more likely to fall “off 
course” from disadvantages (Fussell & Furstenberg, 2005).  What specific contextual factors 
might account for the differential susceptibility to disadvantage? How does the immigrant 
experience within families and communities uniquely shape their transition to young adulthood? 
 Family dynamics, socio-economic conditions and relationships all play a central role in 
shaping young adult life outcomes. The effects of economic resources may shift over the course 
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of the lifespan, however.  For example, family income has been found to have a modest 
relationship with childhood academic achievement but a later, more robust relationship with 
academic attainment in adulthood (Melby et al, 2008).  Along with family income, parent's 
education is one factor that can directly affect the quality and amount of resources available that 
can then be distributed to younger people in the family.  (Portes, Fernandez-Kelly, & Haller, 
2005).  The evaluation of parental education is complex when examining immigrant families 
because educational attainment levels vary by and within immigrant origin.  Parent college 
completion rates are higher than U.S.-born parents for immigrants from the Middle East and 
South Asia, East Asia and the Pacific and Europe.  However, nearly 50 percent of Mexican 
immigrant parents have less than a high school degree (Fortuny, Capps, Simms, & Chaudry, 
2009).  This is significant and complex because immigrant parents with  low levels of education 
may have a particularly difficult time negotiating the U.S. educational system due to language 
barriers, lack of familiarity with the organizational aspects of the U.S. schooling process and 
cultural differences with respect to how the teacher-parent relationship is viewed (Haller, Portes, 
& Lynch, 2011; Romo & Falbo, 1996; Waters, 1999). Evidence supports that access to such 
“capital” facilitates subsequent advanced education pursuits of youth (Melby et al, 2008).  For 
example, parents with higher language capacities, time, and familiarity with the school 
organization could better maintain a relationship with a teacher to monitor their child’s academic 
progress.  However, while immigrant parents may lack the familiarity and knowledge of the U.S. 
educational system, research shows that within all immigrant families education is highly valued 
(Romo & Falbo, 1996).   
 Environmental conditions are also influential in providing instrumental and emotional 
support for children of immigrants.  Existing research has linked low-income and single-parent 
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households with increased probability of environmental risk, such as neighborhood crime (Jones-
Sanpei, Holmes, & Day, 2009).  In addition, African-American and Latino youth who grow up in 
economically and racially segregated neighborhoods are more likely to experience secondary 
exposure to violence in high poverty neighborhoods (Cauce, Cruz, Corona, & Conger, 2011).  
Physical environment risk, such as neighborhood safety and crime, can affect school readiness 
and educational achievement (Ainsworth, 2002).  At the same time, evidence suggests that 
neighborhood environment may be even more important for immigrant children and youth 
compared to native-born youth. For example, Pong and Hao (2007) found that compared to 
children of U.S.-born parents, neighborhood SES is more influential than parent education and 
household income for second generation immigrant’s school achievement.  Thereby, contextual 
factors outside of parent resources can act as protective factors to buffer the risks associated with 
the immigration process.  
Markers of Success in the Transition to Young Adulthood 
Within the dynamic nature of resilience, the transition into adulthood can reveal new 
vulnerabilities or strengths.  Conger and Conger (2002) examine the shift from adolescence to 
adulthood in particular because it required youth to assume a “whole new array of roles and 
responsibilities that may increase risk for multiple dimensions of distress or disorder” (p. 262). 
Perception of success in a new life trajectory, however, also reflects the social and economic 
influence upon what adulthood is comprised of.  Traditional markers of adulthood in the United 
States (e.g., leaving home, entering the workforce, and getting married) have been under scrutiny 
recently as these markers are labeled increasingly irrelevant.  Youth are leaving home later, 
remaining in school longer and marrying later (Furstenberg, 2010).  Though this period is 
frequently characterized with youth as volatile or extending their adolescence for individualistic 
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exploration (Arnett, 2000), factors such as economic changes have propelled these ideological 
changes.  Furstenberg (2010) in investigating demographic shifts in family change states that it 
“simply takes more time than it did even a half-century ago to gain a job that is secure enough to 
form and support a family” (p. 69).  The expansion of higher education corresponds with the 
decline of industrial, skilled jobs and the delay of family formation.  Young adults need more 
education to obtain jobs that will lead to middle-class earnings and may elect to hold off on 
marriage or child-bearing until they feel established. 
       In addition to variation in young adulthood trajectories, perception of success is not 
always associated with a sequential completion of traditional markers.  In this study, success is 
conceptualized and measured using multiple dimensions of well-being that associate “doing 
well” with “being well.” In doing so, I recognize the influential factor of immigrant and ethnic 
group differences in both dimensions in defining success for second generation immigrants. 
There is also a broad, implicit assumption that conceptualization of success is stable over the life 
course.  Yet the transition to adulthood is currently being redefined in society with new, 
developing markers of success in adulthood.  Therefore, this study explores why there are wide 
differences in the dichotomy of “doing well” versus “being well” in certain immigrant groups 
and how this relationship affects the changing societal definitions of success in young adulthood.     
Existing literature does suggest that there is a difference in the definitions of young 
adulthood success by immigrant status and racial and ethnic group.  Mollenkopf and colleagues 
(2005) in their interviews of native and second-generation immigrants found that class and 
collective immigrant group experiences shape the frameworks in which the young adults used to 
judge their success: Chinese young adults perceived success through occupation, money, and 
education; Black young adults focused more commonly on the goals of education, money, fun, 
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and being the boss; Colombian, Ecuadorian, and Peruvian young adults mentioned most 
frequently stability as linked to being married and having children as milestones of success; and 
native whites were the only group to have “inner goals” of being happy or a good person, stating 
that success should not be defined only through material goods.     
Bankston and Zhou (2002) further explored “being well” versus “doing well” in 
examining differences in self-esteem and school performance among immigrant and 
nonimmigrant racial and ethnic groups.  Second generation immigrant high school students of 
Asian descent tended to have the highest grade-point averages but showed greater psychological 
insecurities.  Latino immigrant high school students scored low on both school performance and 
self-esteem, while black high school students showed relatively low grade-point averages but 
were found to have the highest levels of self-esteem; this relationship was positive.   These 
results suggest that the objective measurement of being successful (“doing well”) does not 
correlate as simply to satisfaction with self (“being well”).  By exploring another dimension of 
well-being, Bankston and Zhou (2002) discovered a complex relationship between immigrant 
status, racial/ethnic identity, and measurement of immigrant youth’s outcomes.   
 Additionally, Kao (1999), in critiquing the narrow focus on socioeconomic attainment, 
looked at social-psychological costs of immigration on second generation immigrants.  She 
found that immigrant minority youth felt less in control of their lives and more alienated than 
their White counterparts.  Similar to Bankston and Zhou (2002), Kao found that Chinese youth 
of immigrant parents tended to have better academic outcomes but felt less control and increased 
feelings of alienation in school.  Flilipino youth did not differ from their White counterparts in 
feelings of alienation though their school performances were lower than Chinese youth.  
However, Kao (1999)’s study is similar to others in separating analyses of socioeconomic 
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success from social-psychological well-being.  This study is able to address this issue through 
the explicit analyses of multiple success measures that range from socioeconomic outcomes to 






















Chapter Three: Current Study  
Existing research has found that much of the gap in success of young adult outcomes 
between white and non-white racial or immigrant groups can be explained structurally by group 
differences in family background (Kao & Thompson, 2003; Mare & Winship, 1988).  Studies 
have additionally found significance in the indirect effects of family socioeconomic status as 
experienced through family strategies and community processes (Conger & Conger, 2002).  The 
core family process measures of the NLSY:97 used in this present study (Physical Environment 
Risk Index, Index of Family Routines, and Enriching Environment Risk Index) serve as 
contextual indices that measure family and neighborhood contributions to provisioning, 
protecting, and connecting of second-generation immigrants (Jones-Sanpei et al., 2009).  Within 
a resilience framework, these environments further highlight the risk and protective factors 
experienced by second-generation immigrants.  This study further extends prior research by 
linking these early factors in adolescence to multiple measures of success in young adulthood.  
The following questions are addressed:  
1. How are second-generation immigrants faring in the transition from adolescence to 
young adulthood? 
2. Do family socioeconomic conditions, the home environment and neighborhood quality 
experienced during adolescence have a long term impact on second generation 
immigrant’s success in young adulthood? What are the unique and collective effects of 
family and community contextual factors on multiple (traditional, alternative) measures 




Chapter Four: Methods 
Data and Sample  
This study utilizes data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth: 1997 
(NLSY:97), an annual survey from the U.S. Department of Labor designed to represent U.S. 
residents who were born during the years of 1980 through 1984.  The original sample included 
8,984 respondents from 6,819 unique households, with a cohort ranging from 12 years to 16 
years old at the time of the first survey.  Respondents were surveyed with a computer-assisted 
personal interviewing (CAPI) system, which guides them through question paths and loops 
depending on age and previous question responses.  The data in NLSY:97 documents the 
transition from school to work and from adolescence to adulthood with extensive information on 
labor market behavior.  Relevant measures include educational experiences, labor market 
outcomes, household structure information, and contextual factor indices.  As of this study, there 
are currently 13 rounds completed and the retention rate is around 80%.   
 Data in Round 1 during year 1997 and Round 11 during year 2008 are used.  The initial 
sample used for analysis was restricted to second generation immigrants (N = 984); that is, 
respondents who were born in the United States and had at least one biological parent foreign-
born.  However, the contextual indexes used (i.e. Physical Environment Risk Index, Index of 
Family Routines, and Enriching Environment Risk Index) were subsampled to respondents who 
were 14 years old or younger at the time of survey.  Additionally, the samples for the Physical 
Environment Risk Index and the Index of Family Routines were further restricted by the number 
of cases with valid responses on the component variables used to create the indexes.  The sample 
for this present study was therefore restricted to include only respondents with no missing data 
on the indexes, yielding to a final sample of 584 respondents.  A second sample used for 
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analyzing labor market outcomes was restricted to respondents who were not actively enrolled in 
school (N = 480).   
Missing Data 
All other missing data was dealt with using multiple imputation.  Variables are not replaced if 
the respondent was not asked that question (i.e. the contextual indexes); rather, listwise deletion 
was first used to remove the data that was not missing at random.  Allison (2009) states that, 
since imputed values are random and not deterministic draws, the solution is to create several 
randomly drawn data sets.  Parameter estimates can be found by taking the mean of the estimates 
over the multiple data sets.  For moderate amounts of missing data, five data sets are found to be 
sufficient (Allison, 2009).  In this study, five plausible complete data sets were constructed from 
the relevant observed data of predictor variables.     
Measures 
Time 1: Adolescence  
Racial Background. Race is categorized by four groups: Hispanic, Non-Hispanic White, 
Non-Hispanic Black, and Non-Hispanic Other (Asian, Asian Indian).  As, over 60 percent of the 
sample is Hispanic, the comparison group was Hispanic.   
Age. Age in 1997 is controlled for as the initial survey range is from 12 years to 14 years 
old, representing breadth of developmental milestones.   
Mother’s educational attainment.  The highest degree completed in 1997 by the 
respondent’s biological mother was surveyed.  The categories were 0 = None, 1 = GED, 2 = 
High school diploma (regular 12 year program), 3 = Associate/Junior college (AA), 4 = 
Bachelor’s degree (BA, BS), 5 = Master’s degree (MA, MS), 6 = PhD, and 7 = Professional 
Degree (DDS, JD, MD). 
15 
 Household factors. Household variables included household income (the log of the gross 
household income in 1997) and if the respondent lives with both biological parents (1 = yes, 0 = 
no) in 1997.   
Physical environment risk index. A sub-set of the NLSY:97 Family/Home Risk Index, 
the index is the sum of five items measuring the conditions and safety of the respondent’s home 
and neighborhood.  Items include interviewer reports of the condition of the home interior and 
street buildings, and were coded as:  Poorly kept = High Risk, Fairly Well Kept = Moderate 
Risk, Well Kept = Not coded as Risk.  Youth reported availability of electricity and frequency of 
gunshots in the neighborhood.  Response categories were dichotomous (Risk, Not coded as 
Risk).  An index score was produced, ranging from 0 to 7, and higher scores indicate a higher 
physical environment risk.  As modeled in Jones-Sanpei et al (2009), the index is divided by 100 
for a more interpretable risk factor coefficient. 
 Index of family routines.  This measure of family routines consists of six questions from 
the youth report.  The items assessed as frequency of time spent with family in a typical week, 
with activities ranging from eating dinner, doing something fun as a family, and time spent 
watching television.  An index score was produced for the index, ranging from 0 to 28, and 
higher score indicates more days spent in routine activities with family.  
 Enriching environment risk index. A subset NLSY:97 Family/Home Risk Index, the 
index includes three items measuring the resources of the family environment (presence of a 
dictionary and computer) and enriching activities (extra classes or lessons such as music, dance, 
or foreign language).  Each item was coded as No = Not coded as enriching and Yes = 
Enriching.  The summed index score ranges from 0 to 3, with higher scores indicating a more 
enriching environment. 
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Time 2: Young Adulthood 
Marital Status. In Round 11, year 2008, individual controls for marital status (1 = 
Married at least once, 0 = Never married) and children (1 = Has at least one child, 0 = No 
biological children) were included. 
Outcomes 
Educational attainment.  Highest degree completed in 2008 by the second generation 
immigrant young adult is used as a measure of educational attainment.  The response categories 
were 0 = None, 1 = GED, 2 = High school diploma (regular 12 year program), 3 = 
Associate/Junior college (AA), 4 = Bachelor’s degree (BA, BS), 5 = Master’s degree (MA, MS), 
6 = PhD, and 7 = Professional Degree (DDS, JD, MD). 
Earnings.  Earnings is logged and measured by the total amount of income received from 
wages or salary before tax deductions during the year of 2008.   
General health.  To measure alternative life success, a self-reported measure of health in 
2008 is used.  Participants were asked “In general, how is your health?” The responses available 
are on a 5-point scale from 1 = Excellent to 5 = Poor.  Haas and Fosse (2008) found that there 
were strong correlations between self-rated health questions and: serious activity limit chronic 
health condition, physical deformity, mental/emotional disturbance, body mass index and 
depressive symptomology.   
 Life satisfaction. To measure alternative life success, a self-reported measure of overall 
life satisfaction in 2008 was used.  Participants were asked, “All things considered, how satisfied 
are you with your life as a whole these days?”  Available answers were from 1 = Extremely 




To determine the individual and collective effect of family and neighborhood contextual 
factors, variables are entered into the model in a specific theoretical order.  Measures of success 
are examined in order of the most exogenous to endogenous factors from: education, earnings, 
general health, and then to life satisfaction.  First, to analyze the effects of parent, household, and 
contextual factors during the adolescent period on educational attainment of second generation 
immigrant young adults, ordinal logistic regression models were estimated in STATA since the 
response category of educational attainment (highest degree completed) is ranked
1
 but does not 
form an interval scale (Liao, 1994).  Educational attainment is first regressed on race (Model 1), 
and then gender, age, and family socioeconomic factors (Model 2).  Next, to examine the unique 
effect of each contextual factor, they are entered separately into the models (Models 3 -5).  The 
final model includes all the contextual indices together (Model 6) to estimate the collective effect 
of the contextual factors. Young adult earnings in 2008 is analyzed using regression next, 
following a similar process as with the outcome of educational attainment.  However, the last 
model has additional controls measured in 2008: marital status, having a child, employment 
status, and educational attainment. 
 Following, alternative measures of success, general health and life satisfaction ratings, 
continues this pattern of modeling: first, individual factors, family factors, and then contextual 
factors individually and collectively.  Prior dependent variables of education and earnings are 
added to the final model to examine the link between traditional measures of success with 
alternative measures of success.  The final analysis of life satisfaction includes the general health 
                                                          
1
 There is an order between the educational categories-- PhD is more advanced than a high school 
degree.  However, the difference between the categories is not the same—e.g., PhD compared to 
GED, GED compared to BA—and should not be analyzed as if the adjacent category intervals 
are at a uniform qualitative distance. 
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rating as self-rated health has been found to be the strongest variable correlated with life 























Chapter Five: Results 
Descriptive Results 
The unweighted descriptive statistics of the sample are presented in Table 1.  Similar to 
national reports, the average household structure of the sample was a two-parent household with 
about two to three members under the age of 18 years and an average household income of 
$42,368.  The environment did not have high physical risk, but neither was it one with a great 
enriching environment.  In terms of family routines, respondents spent a moderate amount of 
time in daily routine activities with their family.  The educational attainment of second 
generation immigrant youth's parents is low: almost half of mothers and fathers do not have a 
high school degree.  In contrast, the average educational attainment of second-generation 
immigrant young adults in 2008 was at least a high school diploma.  The most frequent 
enrollment status is “not currently enrolled in any institution, but some college obtained.”  A 
majority of the young adults were actively employed in 2008, but only one in five were 
employed full-time.  Among those that were employed, their average earnings were 
approximately $29,00.  About 26 percent of the sample was married and 69% had at least one 
child.  They described themselves moderately healthy and rated their life satisfaction average.   
Table 2 presents a correlation matrix among the parent, household, and contextual factors 
used to predict young adult life outcomes.  Among the contextual factors and the other key 
predictors, most had low correlations with r ranging from .00 to .42.  The results from the 






Traditional Measures of Success 
 Educational attainment. Ordinal logit coefficients are presented in Table 3, estimating 
the effect of individual characteristics, family socioeconomic factors, and contextual variables 
measured in adolescence on educational attainment in young adulthood.  Without controls for 
prior family socioeconomic or contextual factors during adolescence, the results from the 
baseline model (Model 1) show that Hispanics have significantly lower levels of educational 
attainment compared to second generation immigrant young adults from all other racial groups. 
In model 2, mother’s educational attainment and household income measured in adolescence are 
positively associated with educational attainment, while having lived in a single parent 
household significantly lowered the odds of completing more education among second 
generation immigrants in adulthood. Controlling for prior family socioeconomic factors, 
explained almost one half of the lower educational attainment experienced by second generation 
Hispanics compared to all other racial groups. As has been found in prior studies, second 
generation males have lower educational attainment and this effect persists to the final model 
(Cammarota, 2004; Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005). Adding mother's education, household income 
and family structure measured in adolescence increased the amount of variance explained in 
educational attainment among second generation immigrant young adults by almost 70 percent, 
although the total amount of variance explained by the variables included in Model 2 is still quite 
low.  
 Model 3 to 5 adds in the contextual factors individually to the model predicting 
educational attainment.  As expected, adolescents raised in physically risky neighborhoods have 
significantly lower odds of having higher educational attainment compared to similar young 
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adults who were not raised in unsafe homes and neighborhoods.  However, Model 5 
demonstrates that an enriching environment has a greater effect on increasing the odds of having 
greater educational attainment.  Second generation immigrants are 1.71 times more likely to 
complete higher levels of education if they are raised in an enriching home environment. Adding 
all three contextual variables to the final model reduces the racial group differences.  The 
adolescent contextual variables together, however, tend to explain quite a bit of the effects of 
adolescent family socioeconomic status on adult educational attainment. The effect of mother's 
educational attainment, household income and family structure is reduced by 25 percent, 47 
percent, and 13 percent, respectively.  Of all three adolescent contextual variables, Enriching 
Environment uniquely explains more of the variation in educational attainment among second 
generation young adults compared to the other two contextual indices. In the final model (Model 
6), adding all three contextual variables together to predict educational attainment increases the 
amount of variance explained by almost 40 percent compared to the model with only individual 
characteristics and family SES (Model 2).  Overall, an enriching environment (e.g. living in a 
household with educational resources, participation in outside classes) during adolescence has 
the greatest persistent effect on increasing the odds of higher educational attainment, even with 
the addition of a physically risky environment (e.g. unsafe neighborhood) and especially for 
racial minority second generation immigrants.     
 Earnings. Table 4 presents the ordinary least squares regression results predicting young 
adult earnings.  Unlike the results for educational attainment, there are no significant racial 
differences in earnings among second generation immigrant young adults and very little effect, if 
any, of family background.  This is somewhat surprising given previous findings that suggested 
positive correlations between household earnings and the process of adulthood earnings 
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attainment (Behrman & Taubman, 1990; Bell et al, 1996; Powell & Parcel, 1997). The only 
significant factor measured during adolescence that is associated with earnings in young 
adulthood is whether they were in a physically risky neighborhoods and homes. Similar to the 
findings for education, young adult immigrants who lived in dangerous neighborhoods in 
adolescence have significantly lower earnings compared to similar second generation immigrants 
who did not live in these kinds of high risk environments. According to the results in Model 3, a 
one-standard-deviation increase in the Physical Risk index is associated with a 10 percent 
decrease in earnings.  The negative relationship between a physically risky environment and 
lower earnings remains even with the addition of the two other contextual indices, as presented 
in Model 6.  In Model 7, educational attainment is a significant predictor of earnings among 
second generation immigrants. However, it is interesting that it is the only significant predictor 
of earnings among these young adults. This highlights the important role educational attainment 
plays in the lives of second generation immigrant young adults in influencing this marker of 
success. Furthermore, physical environment is reduced by almost one-half and becomes non-
significant once educational attainment is added to the final model which suggests that the lower 
earnings experienced by these young adults who grow up in unsafe neighborhoods is partially 
due to their lower levels of education. 
Alternative Measures of Success 
 General health rating. Results from Table 5 present the ordinal logit coefficients 
estimating the effect of individual, contextual, and the previously discussed traditional measures 
of success variables (i.e. educational attainment and log earnings) on general health rating in 
young adulthood.  There are no significant racial differences in self-reported health among 
second generation immigrants (Model 1). However, once sex, age and family factors are added 
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to Model 2, the Non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic health gap actually increases and becomes 
significant, albeit at the .10 level. That is, Hispanics tend to report having better health compared 
to Non-Hispanic Black second generation immigrants than their family socioeconomic 
background and individual characteristics would suggest. Just as in the previous analyses of 
educational attainment and earnings, models 3 through 5 add the contextual factors individually 
to the models predicting general health. According to the results in Model 3, living in a highly 
disorganized and unsafe neighborhood during adolescence has a lasting negative impact on the 
health of second generation immigrant in young adulthood, even after controlling for family 
socioeconomic and individual characteristics. The odds of having a young adult rate their general 
health in a higher category is 0.87 times lower with a one-standard deviation increase in the 
physical risk index.  It appears that the home environment also has a lasting impact as well since 
general health reports increase 1.25 times with a one-standard-deviation increase on the 
enriching environment index. According to the results in Model 5, young adults who lived in 
families with educational resources and who participated in cultural or educationally enriching 
extracurricular activities reported better health compared to second generation young adults who 
did not have an enriching home environment, as consistent with existing literature (Cauce et al, 
2011; Dearing, 2008; Petrou & Kupek, 2008).  
 General health among second generation young adults may be impacted not only by 
adolescent environment but by current family, work and socioeconomic conditions as depicted in 
Models 7 and 8. Educational attainment has a strong positive and significant effect on general 
health. Once these current circumstances are controlled, the physical risk and enriching 
environment indices are reduced substantially and no longer significant predictors of general 
health among second generation immigrants. The results in the full model (Model 8) coupled 
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with the results from Table 3 suggest that just like earnings, adolescent contextual environment 
impacts general health in part through its effects on their educational attainment. That is, second 
generation immigrant youth who grow up in physically safe and enriching home and 
neighborhood environments are much more likely to attain higher education and this in turn, has 
a significant, positive impact on their general health in young adulthood.   
 Life satisfaction rating.  Table 6 presents the ordinal logit coefficients predicting life 
satisfaction ratings.  Model 1 suggests that Hispanic second generation immigrants report greater 
life satisfaction compared to other groups, although the only gap that reaches significance is the 
gap between Hispanic and non-Hispanic White young adults. This racial gap between non-
Hispanic White and Hispanic second generation immigrants remains even with the addition of 
family socioeconomic, individual and contextual factors introduced in Models 2 through 6.  
Second generation immigrant young adults who lived in a single parent household in 
adolescence have significantly lower reports of life satisfaction.  Unlike the findings for general 
health and the other indicators of success (educational attainment and earnings), the only 
adolescent contextual factor that is significant in life satisfaction ratings in adulthood is family 
routines. This is the only time that family routines is a significant predictor of the measures of 
success in young adulthood. These findings suggest that spending more time in daily routines 
with family such as eating dinner together or doing fun activities in the adolescent years is 
associated with greater life satisfaction in young adulthood for second generation immigrants and 
this effect persists even after controls for individual and family background characteristics. 
 Current adulthood family and socioeconomic circumstances are added to Model 7. Young 
adults who are married report greater life satisfaction compared to second generation immigrants 
who are single.  Like the results for general health, having achieved greater educational 
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attainment is also associated with greater life satisfaction. Moreover, Model 7 finds that 
educational attainment is another significant factor in higher life satisfaction rating.  A one unit 
increase in educational attainment is associated with a 1.16 increase in odds of being in a higher 
life satisfaction rating.  The final Model 8 presents all the contextual factors with the traditional 
measures of success.  In addition to the significance of the index of family routines, being 
married is associated with a higher life satisfaction rating.  Educational attainment becomes non-
significant with the addition of labor market outcomes and general health rating.  As predicted 
and supported in existing literature (Palmore & Luikart, 1972), general health rating has a strong 
effect on life satisfaction rating—a one unit increase in general health rating is associated with a 















Chapter Six: Discussion 
The goal of this study was to examine whether family and community resources during 
adolescence pose a risk or serve as protective factors on the success of second generation 
immigrants in adulthood. The contextual measures used in this study provided important 
information about the adolescent period: accessible resources, the daily experiences in families, 
the risks youth face, and also the existing protective factors families may use to buffer youths 
from harmful risks. Overall, I found for second-generation immigrants contextual factors early in 
life have an enduring effect in their transition to young adulthood.  The odds of obtaining more 
education, having higher earnings, feeling healthier and more satisfied with life are all directly or 
indirectly impacted by these contextual factors for second generation immigrants, even when 
traditional socioeconomic factors are taken into account.  However, my findings also suggest that 
the effect of contextual factors is dependent on the outcome examined.  Having a home 
environment with educational resources or living in an unsafe neighborhood are important 
contextual factors associated with future educational and earnings attainment for second 
generation youth.  In contrast, spending time with family in mealtime or fun activities during the 
adolescence period, rather, emerged as most salient for ratings of life satisfaction in adulthood 
for second generation immigrants.  Variation by racial groups also emerged across contextual 
factors, multiple success indicators, and the 11 year analysis period.    
 First, within the theoretical framework of resilience, an environment that is enriching in 
educational or cultural resources can act as a protective factor in face of risk factors associated 
with being a second generation immigrant.  For example, living in a physically risky 
environment significantly lowered the odds of higher educational attainment but an enriching 
environment had a greater effect on education, even after taking into account the other contextual 
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indexes. The Enriching Environment Risk Index measures two important types of resources: 
resources within the household that support academic engagement and activities outside the 
household that actively engage youth.  The link between resources such as a computer or a 
dictionary within immigrant families and later educational attainment may be direct (e.g. 
development of software capabilities) or suggestive of more academically motivated and 
knowledgeable parents (Jones-Sanpei et al, 2009).  Activities outside the household, such as 
school extracurricular activities have been shown to play an important role in educational 
attainment gains and higher earnings (Lleras, 2008).  It is possible that participation in 
extracurricular activities can boost cognitive skills and non-cognitive behaviors that are 
associated with better adulthood outcomes.  For example, opportunities that arise from 
extracurricular participation can model behaviors and develop skills that are beneficial for 
college-going or securing employment (Lleras, 2008).   
 Results showed that growing up in a risky neighborhood depressed earnings in young 
adulthood through its effect on educational attainment.  These traditional measures of success, 
educational attainment and earnings, are linked with the alternative measures of success, general 
health and life satisfaction rating.  For example, educational attainment is strongly associated 
with higher general health ratings and life satisfaction ratings.  A second significant finding 
emerging from the exploration of multiple measures of success is the manner in which the 
contextual factors manifest in “doing well” versus “being well” measures.  Enriching and 
physically risky environments are important in that they directly impact educational attainment, 
which then is associated with general health and then indirectly with life satisfaction rating 
through general health rating.  However, the Index of Family Routines, which is non-significant 
in all other measures of success, presents itself consistently and significantly in its association 
28 
with life satisfaction.  The Index of Family Routines measures the frequency of time spent with 
the family during a typical week, exploring family routines such as eating dinner, doing fun 
activities, or simply watching television together.  As supported in existing research, time with 
family becomes a protective factor when parents encourage ambitions or aid in development of a 
positive ethnic identity (Fuligni, 1997; Romo & Falbo, 1996).   
This present study contributes to the current literature in demonstrating the link between 
time with family in adolescence and later adulthood life satisfaction.  Time spent with the family 
can be time where a sense of belonging is fostered.  In particular, Jean Phinney and colleagues in 
2001 in their study of ethnic identity development argue that parental socialization of ethnicity 
and an ethnic community is vital in providing context for second-generation immigrants to form 
a strong sense of their group.  Achievement of a secure ethnic identity contributes positively with 
psychological well-being.  For second generation immigrants, development of an ethnic identity 
through time with family can contribute strongly to adulthood psychological well-being and life 
satisfaction.  Existing research on ethnic identity development and psychological well-being, 
however, is most commonly examined in adolescence.  This present study, through its linking of 
adolescent’s family time to adulthood life satisfaction, shows the importance of examining 
further the behaviors and actions that occurs within family time of immigrants: if this a time 
where ethnic identity is fostered, what is the long-term protective effect of family time to ethnic 
identity development in young adulthood?    
Lastly, differences among racial/ethnic groups of non-Hispanic White, Black, and Other 
in comparison to Hispanic second generation immigrants were found across various measures of 
success.  As racial and ethnic diversity increases and becomes further salient with the 
contemporary wave of second generation immigrants (Hernandez, 2004), this present study’s 
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findings contribute substantively to racial variation in the transition to young adulthood.  These 
variations are linked to the contextual factors and are, as well, specific to the measure of success.  
For example, non-Hispanic Other young adults fared better than Hispanic young adults when in 
an enriching environment independently.  This finding demonstrates the increased significance 
of having educational resources and extracurricular activities for non-Hispanic Other young 
adulthoods.  As well, the measure of success revealed diverging outcomes within the second 
generation cohort.  Hispanic young adults had lower educational attainment than all other racial 
groups, but rated significantly higher in general health and life satisfaction.  As supported in 
previous literature that found a dissonance between “doing well” and “being well” (Bankston & 
Zhou, 2002), these multiple findings illustrate a complex picture of “success” for Hispanic young 
adults.  However, the odds of a higher life satisfaction rating became non-significant for 
Hispanic young adults with the addition of educational attainment and labor market outcomes, 
indicating that there is a link between traditional and alternative measures of success.  Further 
research must be conducted to understand this dynamic relationship between traditional and 
alternative measures of success that emerged strongly in this study.   
Limitations and Future Research  
The results from this study demonstrate the persisting effect of contextual factors from 
adolescents to young adulthood upon multiple measures of success.  As indexes, the Physical 
Environment Risk Index, Index of Family Routines, and Enriching Environment Risk Index are 
apt in explaining a variety of salient contextual factors.  Future research that examines the 
specific contextual mechanisms within each index that effect young adulthood outcomes is an 
important next step.  As discussed previously, assessing parenting socialization or strategies that 
occur during family time can better describe why there is an association between the Index of 
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Family Routines and ratings of life satisfaction.  Further, disaggregating the items in the 
Enriching Environment Risk Index can demonstrate which resources or enriching activities have 
the greater influence upon adulthood outcomes.  These distinctions may explain more clearly the 
variation between the relationship of contextual factors and young adulthood outcomes. 
 One life course perspective that was unable to be fully addressed within the scope of this 
study is the timing and sequences of transitions.  The timing of each young adulthood marker 
and the sequence of these markers may matter greatly, especially as this study shows the 
importance of educational attainment with higher earnings and general health rating.  Analyses 
conducted sequentially can parse out the salient period for obtaining education and if timing 
matters in relation to other markers of success in adulthood.  Certain sequences may also have 
deep consequences upon other young adulthood outcomes not explored in this current study 
(e.g., poverty rates, depressive symptoms, family formation).  Furthering this current study with 
the addition of sequence upon other traditional and alternative measures of success will extend 
the understanding of the relationship between early experiences and current societal trends in 
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and descriptions for all variables used in analysis from 1997-2008 (N = 586) 
 Description/Metric  Frequency/Mean 
 
Variables measured in 1997 
Hispanic  .62 
Non-Hispanic White  .18 
Non-Hispanic Black  .10 
Non-Hispanic Other  .08 
Male  .53 
Age  13.29 (.01) 
Mother’s educational attainment Biological mother’s highest grade completed 
12 = 12
th
 grade; 14 = 2
nd
 year in college 
11.16 (.07) 
Father’s educational attainment Biological father’s highest grade completed 
12 = 12
th
 grade; 14 = 2
nd
 year in college 
11.39 (.12) 
Household income Gross household income in the past year.  42368.29 (786.86) 
Lives with both biological parents Child lives with both biological parents 61.60 
Number of household members under 18 Number of household members under the age of 18 as of 
survey date. 
2.65 (.02) 
Physical Risk Index Index ranges from 0 to 7; higher scored indicate a higher risk 
environment. 
1.30 (.02) 
Index of Family Routines Index ranges from 0 to 28; higher scored indicate more days 
spent in routine activities with the family.  
14.90 (.09) 
Enriching Environment Index Index ranges from 0 to 3; higher scored indicate a more 
enriching environment.  
1.59 (.01) 
Variables measured in 2008 
Married  .26 




Table 1 (continued).   
 Description/Metric Frequency/Mean 
Has at least one child  .69 
Educational attainment Degree completed; 0 = None; 1 = GED; 2 = High school 
diploma; 3 = Associate; 4 = Bachelor’s; 5 = Master’s  
2.19 (.02) 
Employed Linked with any time of active employment. .81 
Full-time employment Employed at 36 to 40 hours per week. .21 
Earnings Total wages or salary for the year before tax deduction. 29019.75 (418.79) 
General Health rating Scores range from 5 = Excellent to 1=Poor.  3.62 (.01) 
Life Satisfaction Rating 1 = Extremely dissatisfied to 10 = Extremely satisfied. 7.69 (.03) 
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Table 2. Correlations of key predictors 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
(1) Mother education       
(2) Household  income .42*      
(3) Two-parent household .00 -.28*     
(4) Physical environment risk index -.31* -.40* .14*    
(5) Family routines index -.01 -.02 -.05* -.03   























Table 3: Ordinal Logit Regression of Young Adult Educational Attainment (N = 584) 
 Model 1  Model 2 Model 3  Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
       






























































































































       



















       
Pseudo R
2
 .03 .07 .09 .08 .10 .11 
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Table 3 (continued).  
 
Numbers in the parentheses are odds ratios.  
1 
Comparison group is Hispanic 
2 


























Table 4. Regression of Young Adult Log Earnings (N = 480) 
 Model 1  Model 2 Model 3  Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 













































































































        

























       -.06 
(.94) 
Variables measured in young adulthood        
Married        













Numbers in the parentheses are odds ratios.  
1 
Comparison group is Hispanic 
2 
Physical Risk Index is divided by 100. 
3


















Table 4 (continued).        
 Model 1  Model 2 Model 3  Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
 
Educational attainment 







       .18 
(1.19) 
        
R
2
 .01 .03 .06 .04 .05 .06 .19 
43 
Table 5. Ordinal Logit Regression of Young Adult General Health Rating   
 Model 1  
(N = 584) 
Model 2 
(N = 584) 
Model 3  
(N = 584) 
Model 4 
(N = 584) 
Model 5 
(N = 584) 
Model 6 
(N = 584) 
Model 7 
(N = 584) 
Model 8 
(N = 480) 





































































































































         





























         
Variables measured in young 
adulthood 
        






Numbers in the parentheses are odds ratios.
 
1 
Comparison group is Hispanic 
2 
Physical Risk Index is divided by 100. 
3












Table 5 (continued).         
         
 Model 1  
(N = 584) 
Model 2 
(N = 584) 
Model 3  
(N = 584) 
Model 4 
(N = 584) 
Model 5 
(N = 584) 
Model 6 
(N = 584) 
Model 7 
(N = 584) 
Model 8 
(N = 480) 












        .28 
(1.32) 
Earnings, logged        -.02 
(.98) 
         
Pseudo R
2
 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 .02 .03 .04 
45 
Table 6. Ordinal Logit Regression of Young Adult Life Satisfaction  
 Model 1  
(N = 584) 
Model 2 
(N = 584) 
Model 3  
(N = 584) 
Model 4 
(N = 584) 
Model 5 
(N = 584) 
Model 6 
(N = 584) 
Model 7 
(N = 584) 
Model 8 
(N = 480) 
         

















































































































































         
Adolescence contextual variables         
Physical Risk Index
2 
  -.06 
(.94) 

























         
Variables measured in young 
adulthood 
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Numbers in the parentheses are odds ratios.
 
1 
Comparison group is Hispanic 
2 
Physical Risk Index is divided by 100. 
3










Table 6 (continued). 

















Has at least 1 child 














        -.07 
(.93) 
Earnings, logged        .24 
(1.27) 
General health rating        .53
*** 
(1.69) 
         
Pseudo R
2
  .01 .01 .01 .01 .02 .03 .06 
